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Honduran electoral politics is defined by a two-party system. Both the Liberal and National parties
have urban and rural patronage systems and machines for getting out the vote. There are two
legal minority parties, Innovation and Unity (PINU) and the Christian Democrats (PDCH). Of
a total 150 congressional seats, the PDCH has two, and the PINU, one. According to political
analysts, Hondurans tend to perceive voting as an obligation rather than as a tool for social change.
Organizing for social change in urban and rural environments occurs outside the party apparatus,
although attempts are made to use existing political and judicial mechanisms to defend or protect
popular interests. Last year, organized labor sponsored hundreds of actions to gain improvements in
wages and job security from employers. By singling out the militant Unitary Federation of Honduran
Workers (FUTH) through a campaign of repression and defamation, the government has kept
labor divided. The majority of confederated unions follow either an AFL-CIO or a CLAT line. The
FUTH is allied with the CNTC (National Confederation of Rural Workers) to form the base of the
so-called Honduran Popular Organizations, which also include several professional, women's,
human rights and peace groups. In response to the implementation of the national security doctrine
in the early 1980s under armed forces chief Gen. Gustavo Alvarez Martinez, the Committee for
the Defense of Human Rights in Honduras (CODEH) began monitoring incidents of repression
and exposing evidence of violations of both national and international law. The Inter-American
Court on Human Rights' June 1987 decision to put the Honduran government on trial marks a
significant instance of an element of the popular agenda being taken up by a major institution. [The
Inter-American Court is the legal arm of the Organization of American States. The trial focuses
on "Battalion 316," a semi-secret internal security and intelligence branch composed of Honduran
military officers and Nicaraguan contras. According to individuals who have defected from the
battalion, 316 was organized and trained by the CIA to wipe out internal opposition and particularly
opposition to the contra occupation of Honduran territory.] CODEH has reported the deaths of
263 people in 1987, result of "extrajudicial executions." Of this total, 107 were attributed to state
security forces. In 1986, according to CODEH, official abuse was responsible for the deaths of 157
people. Government agencies involved include the Public Security Forces (national police), the
Army, the National Directorate of Investigations (intelligence), the Presidential Guard, and the
Nicaraguan contras. CODEH also reported 356 political arrests between January and October,
1987, including 209 peasants demanding land, workers and trade union leaders. In the same time
period, according to CODEH, 22 "forced and involuntary disappearances" were reported. In early
1987, Hondurans displaced by contras in El Paraiso department intensified the national debate
on the contra presence as a specifically domestic issue. Many of the displaced are members of the
coffee growers association (AHPROCAFE; in Honduras, the lion's share of coffee is produced on
smallholdings), which sought without success to obtain compensation from the Honduran and US
governments. Popular organizations took up the cause of the displaced and organized a massive
March for National Dignity on March 5, 1987. A National Party congressperson, Nicolas Cruz
Torres, adopted this element of the popular agenda and sponsored a bill calling for the contras'
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 075023
ISSN: 1089-1560

expulsion. While the bill was not approved, congressional debate helped to crack the official
taboo on acknowledging the contra presence. Within weeks after Central American peace accords
(Esquipulas II) were signed in August, 1987, the Honduran Catholic Church took a leadership role in
calling for compliance with the accord, especially for the establishment of a National Reconciliation
Commission. Traditionally, the Catholic hierarchy has sought to avoid controversy, but in 1987
the bishops moved toward stronger advocacy of human rights and for the first time, in a pastoral
letter, referred to the presence of foreign troops in the context of discussing the nation's problems.
As was the case in El Salvador and Guatemala, Esquipulas II brought a violent reaction from the
Honduran military. Interpreted as a warning to the popular organizations that the status quo would
be maintained, human rights abuses increased after the accords were signed. In a series of actions in
fall 1987, Honduran police and soldiers arrested, tortured and killed students and campesinos in the
northern provinces. Armed forces spokespersons said trade unionists, campesino leaders, human
rights activists, and Jesuit priests have assisted guerrilla movements by fomenting "communist and
anti-democratic ideas." Church and labor leaders reject the accusations as propaganda masking
the real issue of landless peasants' attempts to wrest land from large property owners. An example
of the stepped-up repression occurred on October 4-5, when a combined force of soldiers and
police descended on the remote town of La Estancia and seized 14 campesinos accused of being
members of the Lorenzo Zelaya Popular Revolutionary Forces (FRP). At least one campesino
confessed to being an FRP member. The veracity of his confession came under question when it
was revealed by other prisoners that they had been tortured by the police. A day after the arrests
in La Estancia, police conducted "anti- guerrilla" actions in which two young men were killed
and four others arrested near the coastal city of Tela. Police said the two men were killed in a
shootout, but witnesses said they were captured alive and then executed by the police. Following
the October assassination of Herbert Anaya, president of El Salvador's independent human
rights commission, death threats against the president of CODEH, Dr. Ramon Custodio Lopez,
brought a strong response from international human rights activists. [In December, for instance,
a European ambassador in Tegucigalpa received information that Honduran and Salvadoran
security forces were collaborating in a plot to kill Custodio in an auto accident. The information
was relayed to CODEH, Amnesty International, the International Court of Justice, and the World
Council of Churches. At the time, Custodio was in Norway where he attended the Nobel Peace
Prize ceremony. He was advised to go into exile, but returned to Honduras to continue his work.
Amnesty International called for an international campaign to insure the safety of Custodio and
other CODEH members.] In the course of repression against the rural workers' confederation, the
CNTC, the military sought to implicate members of the Church in rural subversion. It also harassed
Church workers near the increasingly militarized border with El Salvador. Church authorities have
protested the military's campaign against "subversion," as well as its accusations against the Jesuits.
In the words of Antonio Quetglas, vicar general of the San Pedro Sula diocese, "The social teaching
of Christianity contains strong words against injustice. That's why the armed forces believe there
are plots when there are none and see enemies in their own shadows." In December, the Catholic
diocese in Copan, northwestern Honduras, announced plans to initiate legal action against members
of the armed forces. Fr. Celso Sanchez and Dean Pablo Diaz had reportedly received death threats
from the 10th Infantry Battalion in Intibuca, and were accused of cooperating with the Salvadoran
rebels. The threats were denounced before the National Reconciliation Commission (created in
November toward fulfilling a provision of the Esquipulas II accords), and other civil rights defense
organizations. In press releases, Msgr. Luis Alfonso Santos, bishop of Copan diocese, declared
that "torture continues to be used in Honduras and there is really no judicial power." He added
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that "under the pretext of struggling against communism, the most basic civil rights are denied
to citizens." In November, only days before the deadline established under the regional peace
accord, President Azcona named a reconciliation commission empowered to do little more than
listen to the popular organizations' complaints and demands. It had no mandate to open dialogue
with the revolutionary left, whose members are no longer being disappeared, but are instead being
assassinated. Nor did it press for an accounting of the disappeared over the past six years. Primarily,
the commission was a political vacuum designed to absorb dissent. It did draft an amnesty law that
passed Congress, resulting in the release of over 100 political prisoners, including campesinos of the
CNTC. Repression continued in December, but reportedly at a lower level than during the previous
two months. In mid- December, 2,000 unemployed rural workers marched from the Atlantic coastal
region to Tegucigalpa to demand jobs and an end to hunger. The marchers were attacked by police
near San Pedro Sula where 20 were injured. In January 1988, repression intensified. Coinciding with
a second round of hearings about to begin in the human rights trial in Costa Rica, "unidentified"
gunmen assassinated a police sergeant, Isaias Vilorio, on Jan. 5. Vilorio was to testify in Costa
Rica later that month regarding his alleged role in death squad activities. On Jan. 14, in San Pedro
Sula human rights leader Miguel Angel Pavon and a friend of his, teachers union leader Moises
Landaverde were assassinated. Pavon, a regional leader in CODEH, was one of the first witnesses
to testify in the Inter-American Court proceedings. (Basic data from 04/14/88 report by Eric Shultz,
Honduras Information Center; Central America Information Bulletin, 02/03/88; Latin America Press,
12/31/87; Center for Global Education, 01/88; Mesoamerica, 12/87; Latinamerica Press, 10/29/87;
Honduras Update, 02/88; Central America Resource Center, Minneapolis, Minn.)
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